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The recent move by the National
University Health System (NUHS)
and National Healthcare Group
(NHG) to introduce “AI-free
periods” for doctors may sound
surprising. After all, isn’t artificial
intelligence (AI) meant to help us
work faster and better? But the
concern here is real: When we
rely too heavily on machines, we
risk losing the very skills that
make us competent and confident
professionals.
A study published in the Lancet

Gastroenterology and Hepatology
journal in August 2025 found that
experienced doctors who had
used AI assistance tools to detect
pre-cancerous growths in the
colon were less adept at doing so
without them in a period of three

Whether in medical diagnoses,
workplace decisions or everyday
choices, users need to exercise
vigilance, remain willing to
override AI recommendations and
take responsibility for the
decisions they make.
This matters because skills –

whether in medicine, teaching or
forms of craftsmanship like in the
culinary arts, music or sports –
are not just about efficiency. They
connect us to meaning,
excellence and community.
Beyond efficiency, automation

can also threaten the spirit of
certain craftsmanship.
Philosopher Albert Borgmann
warns that when tools make tasks
too convenient, we lose the rituals
and effort that give practices their
depth and meaning. A fine violin
performance, for instance, is not
just about producing sound but
about years of training, patience
and tradition. These are the kinds
of human connections and
excellence that no device, or AI,
can replace or replicate.
The same goes for moral

decision-making. We can use
tools to nudge us towards safer or
more efficient behaviour, but
genuine ethical choices often
require weighing values, emotions
and consequences. Over time, if
we let machines decide for us, we
risk losing our moral compass.
As ethicist Shannon Vallor

warns, when AI systems handle
moral decisions, people may lose
the very skills needed to make
them – because practice and
experience are what build sound
judgment. Simple nudges, like
speed cameras or energy-saving
devices, may help with routine
choices, but true ethical
dilemmas demand reasoning that
no algorithm can replace.
Human excellence, as Aristotle

reminds us, is built through habit,
practice and balance. AI can be a
powerful partner, but it must not
take away the very opportunities
that allow us to grow in skill,
intellect and virtue.
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cognitive deskilling – especially
among students, where overuse
could stunt intellectual growth.

WHAT CAN BE DONE

The challenge, then, is not to
reject AI, but to build guardrails
for how we use it. One approach
is to consciously carve out
“AI-free time” – whether in
classrooms, workplaces or daily
routines. This ensures we
continue to sharpen our
judgment, practise our skills and
nurture independence rather than
leaning on machines for every
answer.
At the same time, workplaces

can treat automation not as a
replacement but as a partner.
That means redesigning jobs so
that humans keep control over
critical tasks while machines
handle the repetitive ones, and
investing in reskilling so workers
gain new competencies instead of
losing old ones.
Finally, we must resist

automation bias – the tendency to
assume AI is always right.

but ease can come at the cost of
practice, patience and even depth
of thought.
Other industries have long

recognised this risk. Commercial
planes can technically fly
themselves from take-off to
landing, yet pilots still train
rigorously and are required to fly
parts of the journey manually –
because in an emergency, only a
skilled human can take control
with confidence.
The same principle should also

apply to the use of AI in
healthcare, education, workplaces
and beyond. If we outsource too
much, we risk losing not just
practical skills (“knowing how”)
but also deeper abilities like
critical thinking, judgment and
even moral reasoning.
A new study from MIT’s Media

Lab found that ChatGPT users
have diminished brain
engagement and activity, with
potential impact on cognitive
development, critical thinking
and intellectual independence.
This suggests that “AI-fasting”
may be necessary to prevent

months. This challenges the belief
that while AI tools erode the
abilities of novices, they do not
affect those already skilled.

THE EVERYDAY RISKS
OF OVER-RELIANCE

This isn’t a problem for just
doctors. We see similar patterns
in our daily lives. How many of us
can still find our way without
relying on the Global Positioning
System (GPS)? How often do we
rely on predictive text or writing
tools instead of shaping our own
sentences and ideas?
Even social media and chatbots

are subtly reshaping how we
connect with others, sometimes
at the expense of genuine
relationships. Over time, such
habits can also chip away at
deeper skills like writing and
critical thinking, as we grow
accustomed to bite-size
information and automated
assistance.
Deskilling, in short, is

happening all around us.
Technology makes things easier,

AI-fasting – Just what
the doctor ordered
We can lose our skills if we rely
too much on AI. We need to take
some breaks from it.
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Abooth attendant demonstrating Fujitsu’s HumanMotion Analytics data analysis platform and the AI agent at the Combined Exhibition of Advanced Technologies in Chiba, Japan, on Oct 14.
Skills – whether in medicine or craftsmanship like music or sports – are not just about efficiency, says the writer. They connect us to meaning, excellence and community. BLOOMBERG

The challenge, then, is not
to reject AI, but to build
guardrails for how we use
it. One approach is to
consciously carve out
“AI-free time” – whether in
classrooms, workplaces or
daily routines. This
ensures we continue to
sharpen our judgment,
practise our skills and
nurture independence
rather than leaning on
machines for every
answer.

In the debate about tumbling
fertility levels, the high cost of
raising children, delays in
marriage, access to birth control,
and the career aspirations of
women are usually subjected to
scrutiny. Even bulky and
expensive car seats have been
likened to a form of
contraception.
But what about envy? The issue

may not be so much the expense
of rearing kids and giving them
the best start in life, but
perceptions of how you perform
in that role relative to others.
The competition can be

particularly intense. The price of
keeping up with the Joneses
– especially when it comes to
educating children – can be
added to the causes of a likely
decline in the earth’s headcount
this century.
If falling fertility is to be

corrected through policy,
education costs need to be

political, but cultural as well,
according to several points raised
during the discussion at
Brookings. Describing South
Korea as one of the most
successful economies, one
academic called the taxing of
education a dangerous idea. An
entire development model hangs
on the acquisition of knowledge.
The rug-rat race appears to be

here to stay. As much as parents
hate the sky-high cost of giving
the little ones a leg up in life, no
couple wants to be among the
first to declare enough is
enough. That doesn’t mean some
tinkering isn’t desirable. It’s also
best undertaken in conjunction
with other measures.
By all means, hand

out baby bonuses and increase
parental leave. But no single
initiative will change behaviour as
fundamental as having children
or forgoing them.
Many nations have transformed

their approach in the past decade
or so. They have gone from
policies that constrain population
growth to advocating, at
least gently, for the opposite. The
question is whether it’s too little,
too late to reverse the decline in
fertility. Parents will always want
to do their best.
Changing incentives will be a

long haul. Perhaps there should
be a class in patience – free of
tax. As for the Joneses, let them
deplete their savings if you can
look away. BLOOMBERG
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However, the broadsides against
tutoring had by-products.
Widespread layoffs and
bankruptcies fed into a
lucrative underground market in
education. Tutors who had
instructed large groups turned to
smaller gatherings, and
sometimes one-on-one
lessons. To make up for the loss
of income, and the risk of
discovery, fees escalated.
China was heavy-handed. But

was the country entirely wrong in
trying to do something about
costs? South Korean officials
pushed curfews on
hagwons, privately run outfits
that help students gain an edge in
preparing for exams.
A nice idea, but local authorities

were reluctant to enforce the
rules. And Koreans still spend
enormous sums on education.
(The UK added a 20 per cent
value-added tax to private school
fees in January, a contentious step
denounced by conservatives as
class warfare. Some pupils have
left the system.)
Something needs to change,

though it won’t be easy. Much
parental spending may be
wasteful as it concentrates on
“test-taking skills with limited
value beyond the exams,
contributing little to human
capital formation”, the paper says.
“In fact, some of it may even be
harmful to children.”
The obstacles wouldn’t be just

Governments are well aware of
the flashpoints. In 2021, China
began a crackdown on tutoring,
banning private companies from
teaching the school syllabus
during weekends and vacations.
The campaign had various
motivations. The cost of
after-school sessions, once
regarded as a necessary price for
getting ahead, had come to be
viewed as a block on fertility.
China’s population is

contracting, and officials are
trying to provide incentives for
larger families. Freeing up the
family budget might help.

motives.”

THE TUITION CONUNDRUM

As politically tough as it may be,
the study urges policymakers to
consider taxing private education
or scaling back favourable
treatment. The authors emphasise
the role of after-school gigs,
which can really suck up family
finances and tend to benefit those
who can afford it. But merely
outlawing private tutoring,
ubiquitous throughout Asia, can
be counterproductive – and bring
collateral damage.

considered and hard choices
made. That’s the upshot of a
paper presented in September at
the Brookings Institution in
Washington.
The challenge is a global one,

but particularly acute in Asia,
where the most successful
economies are confronted by
rock-bottom birthrates and
rapidly ageing societies.
Singapore recently reported

that for the first time, people 65
years and older account for more
than 20 per cent of residents.
That roughly matches the figure
for South Korea; the numbers are
higher in Japan and
Hong Kong. (Rates of fertility in
all four are well below 2.1 children
per woman, the generally
recognised number required for
society to reproduce itself.)
Yet going deeper, the pressure

to match or go beyond what
friends and neighbours are doing
doesn’t get sufficient attention,
according to the paper’s authors,
and the result becomes a race –
with questionable outcomes.
Mums and dads don’t obsess

about “education per se, but
about how their children’s
education compares with that of
other parents’ children”, wrote
authors Lukas Mahler, Michele
Tertilt and Minchul Yum. “When
parents have strong comparison
motives, parental investment is
higher, and fertility is lower than
in an economy without such

Why competitive parents are driving down fertility rates

Daniel Moss

It’s not simply the
high cost of educating
one’s child but also
the pressure not to
lose out to others.

The pressure on parents to keep their children ahead of the pack in the education
race is a factor in falling fertility rates. ST FILE PHOTO


